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Session details: The structure of the thesis 

Looking at the traditional structure of a thesis/dissertation, 
this session examines the argument that is developed and 
sustained throughout the research report. It explores the 
purpose of each chapter in the context of business research 
and academic writing.



The research process goes through the following stages

Formulate a 
Research 
Problem 

Statement

Design a 
Research 
Strategy

Collect Data
Analyse and 

Interpret 
Data

Report 
Results 



Report Results: The Traditional Research Report Structure 
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Structure of Chapter 1 - Introduction



Purpose

To introduce the research study



Four questions need to be addressed in the chapter, 
namely:

What will be researched? 

(i.e. establishing your territory)

Why is the research worthwhile? 

(i.e. demonstrating its importance and establishing your niche)

How will the research be conducted? 

(i.e. introduce your research design and procedure)

How will the thesis be structured? 

(i.e. describe the chapter outline)



What will be 
researched?

Research problem 
statement and 

research question.

Research 
purpose/aim, 

objectives and 
hypotheses/questio

ns.

Definition of 
terms.

Why is the 
research 

worthwhile?
Context: Where 

will the research 
be conducted? 

Why is it relevant 
or importance 

in/to that context?
What is a gap in 
the literature or 
the originality in 

the 
problemetisation
of the research?

What is the 
intended 

contribution of the 
study?

How will the 
research be 
conducted?

Method and 
procedure.

Scope.

Limitations.

Thesis 
Structure

Chapter Outline



Structure of Chapter 2 – Literature Review



Purpose

The review of the literature is your argument in support of your intended original 
contribution



Its Focus is on Gap-spotting …
Basic gap-spotting modes Specific versions

Confusion spotting Competing explanations

Neglect spotting Overlooked area

Under-researched

Lack of empirical support

Application spotting Extending and complementing 
existing literature

Sandberg, J. and Alvesson, M., 2011. Ways of constructing research questions: 
gap-spotting or problematization?. Organization, 18(1), pp.23-44.



… to identify an intended original contribution within the 
Research Space …

The 
Researc
h Space

What? 
– The 
Proble

m

Why
? –
The 
Theo

ry

How? 
– The 
Meth

od

Who/ 
What/ 
Where

? -
Contex

t

Berthon, P., Pitt, L., Ewing, M. and Carr, C.L., 2002. Potential research space in MIS: A framework for 
envisioning and evaluating research replication, extension, and generation. Information Systems 
Research, 13(4), pp.416-427.



… summarised as a research problem statement (and 
research questions)

“From a scientific perspective, a research problem is defined as a general issue, 
concern, or controversy addressed in research. Moreover, a research problem 
“must integrate concepts and theoretical perspective of the literature into the 
problem to be addressed” (O'Connor, 2000, p. i).”

(In Ellis, and Levy, 2008, p .22)

Ellis, T.J. and Levy, Y., 2008. Framework of problem-based research: A guide for novice researchers on the development of a 
research-worthy problem. Informing Science, 11.



Basic components of the literature review

Introduction of the core theories

Debating the definition of terms [i.e. the concepts or variables]

Identification of seminal and prominent works

Configuration of the relationships between variables/concepts

Review of the research studies that have been conducted, focusing on their results/findings 
and the implications for the development of the research topic and for your research 

Description of your conceptual framework and justification for the linkages



Organising the review to ensure it is integrative

Article- or Author-centric 

– lacks synthesis

Concept-centric 

– integrates ideas from various articles and authors

Webster, J. and Watson, R.T., 2002. Analyzing the past to prepare for the future: 
Writing a literature review. MIS quarterly, 26(2), pp.xiii-xxiii.



Alternative ways to organise the literature review

Chronological – shows historical development

The 'Classic' studies – focuses on the major writings

Topical or thematic - organised by thematic categories or subjects

Funnel or Inverted pyramid organisation - begins broadly with related literature, 
becoming more and more specific or localised to focus increasingly on the 
specific question at hand.

Boyne, S., 2009. The PhD literature review: Its structure and contribution. and Business, 
Proceedings of the Postgraduate Symposium, 15th May 2009
Robbins Conference Centre University of Plymouth p.299-315.



Structure of Chapter 3 – Research Methodology



Purpose

To describe and justify your research design and explain the research procedure 
followed



Structure

Aim and 
objectives

Research 
questions 

or 
hypotheses

Research 
paradigm

Research 
method

Data 
collection 

techniques 
and 

sampling

Analysis of 
the data

Quality 
considerati

ons

Ethical 
considerati

ons



Structure of Chapter 4 – Results/Findings



Purpose

To present and interpret the results or findings



Structure

Determined by the research objectives and methods of data analysis



Structure of Chapter 5 – Discussion



Purpose

To answer the research problem by discussing the findings/results in the light 
of the literature and to explain why you got the results that you did

Results answers the “What?” about your research. 

Discussion answers “So what?”



Structure

Largely determined by the structure of the results/findings chapter

Deductively draws from literature in Chapter 2 for confirmatory purposes. 

Inductively, may introduce new literature to illuminate some of the findings.



Structure of Chapter 6 – Conclusion



Purpose

To conclude the research study



Structure

Statement of main findings

Recommendations for management practice

Acknowledgement of the contribution and limitations of the study

Recommendations for further research 



Chapter Structure 

Introduction
Literature
Methodology
Results/Findings
Discussion
Conclusion




